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'Our discussions about "the Roman" are being interpreted as stemming from an anti-Christian hostility. Let us leave it for theology to decide whether the meditation on the essence of truth we have attempted here could not, taken in context, be more fruitful for the preservation of Christianity than the aberrant desire to construct new "scientifically" founded proofs for the existence of God and for the freedom of the will on the basis of modern atomic physics.'




Heidegger: Parmenides, p.166

THE MEANING OF 'WISDOM'

Aristotle in the Nicomachaean Ethics (Books VI and VII) outlines 'five qualities through which the mind [ψυχη] achieves truth in affirmation or denial, namely Art or technical skill [τεχνη], Scientific Knowledge [επιστημη], Prudence [φρονησις], Wisdom [σοφια], and Intelligence [νους]' (Loeb translation, VI.iii.1).

In 1924-5, shortly before the publication of his best known work, Being and Time, in 1927, Heidegger gave a lecture course on Plato's dialogue The Sophist. He began by discussing these five approaches to knowledge. The passage I've just quoted is rendered in the English translation of Heidegger's text:

''Hence there are five ways human dasein [ψυχη] discloses beings in affirmation and denial. And these are know-how (in taking care, manipulating, producing) [τεχνη], science [επιστημη], circumspection (insight) [φρονησις], understanding [σοφια], and perceptual discernment [νους].' (p.15) 

I'm going to simplify the argument in a manner that Heidegger would regard as quite scandalous and suggest that the problem Heidegger is facing - I'm tempted to suggest the whole problem of Heidegger's philosophy - is that in our age τεχνη, επιστημη, and φρονησις have gained a monopoly of our intellectual life at the expense of σοφια and νους. And this, if we agreed with him, would pose a problem for those of us who claim to be interested in 'philosophy' which is, of course, the love of σοφια.
So what is meant by σοφια and νους? Heidegger in the Sophist commentary - which, we must remember, is early Heidegger - says that the first four of these - τεχνη, επιστημη, φρονησις and σοφια - are susceptible to the λογος, that is to say, the word. They can be spoken about. Aristotle defines human being as the ζωον λογον εχον - the living thing that has the word - that is able to speak. The νους, however, on this understanding of the term (it is a word with many different interpretations) is the direct perception of truth and as such is not susceptible to expression in words. Heidegger (p.41) says of it:

'On the whole Aristotle has transmitted to us very little about νους; it is the phenomenon which causes him the most difficulty ... In anticipation, it must be said that νους as such is not a possibility of the Being of man - yet insofar as intending and perceiving are characteristic of human dasein, νους can still be found in man. Aristotle calls this νους ... the "so-called νους." This νους in the human soul is not a νοειν, a straightforward seeing, but a διανοειν, because the human soul is determined by λογος.' It has to be capable of being put into words.h

He goes on to say, however, that 'Aristotle is able to characterise σοφια as νους και επιστημη, as an unconcealing (truth) which on the one hand assumes in a certain sense the unconcealing (truth) of νους, and on the other hand has the scientific character of επιστημη'.

All this is of interest to me as an Orthodox Christian because in the Orthodox Christian understanding, when humankind - Heidegger's dasein - acquired 'the knowledge of good and evil', we lost the 'noetic faculty', the νους. Or at least the noetic faculty - understood as the means of direct communication with God - was damaged. Perhaps we could say now that the νοειν, direct perception, became a διανοειν, perception dependent on words and therefore on rational interpretation.  Obviously we're talking here about a particular sort of direct perception, not just the observation of things around us. Though it includes the observation of things around us. In lectures given in 1930, published as The Essence of Truth, Heidegger comments (in standard phenomenological mode, the sort of thing you find in Being and Time) that when we see a red book we don't just see the colour 'red'; we see the book. But we cannot see a book if we don't know what a book is. We need the assistance of the word 'book'. On that modest level, the διανοειν works perfectly well. But what of what we might call 'higher' things?

The key guide to Orthodox thinking, the Philokalia, sees the ascetic life as an effort to restore the noetic faculty, and what is then seen/experienced directly is the λογοι, explained in the Palmer, Sherrard, Ware translation as the 'inner essences' of created things: 'We practise the virtues in order to achieve contemplation of the inner essences (logoi) of created things, and from this we pass to contemplation of the Logos who gives them their being; and He manifests Himself when we are in a state of prayer. The state of prayer is one of dispassion, which by virtue of the most intense longing transports to the noetic realm the intellect that longs for wisdom.' (Evagrius the Solitary - 4th/5th century - 'On Prayer', § 52&53, Philokalia, Vol 1, pp.61-2).

Without succumbing to the temptation (if indeed he felt it) to evoke the Λογος as Christ Heidegger in later writings (notably the lectures on Heraclitus, 1943-4) elaborates at some length on the Greek use of the word as he understands it. If I say that he considers 'Λογος as the self-disclosing, all-uniting One ... the for-gathering that dispenses the origin and thereby retains it', that might be enough to indicate that we're talking about something different from the words we use in ordinary conversation, or even the chain of thoughts we normally associate with the word 'logic'.

In the passage Heidegger is referring to, on σοφια combining νους and επιστημη, Aristotle says (VI.vii.4-7, Loeb translation):

'These considerations therefore show that Wisdom [σοφια] is both Scientific Knowledge [επιστημη] and Intuitive Knowledge [νους] as regards the things of the most exalted nature. This is why people say that men like Anaxagoras and Thales 'may be wise [σοφους] but are not prudent [φρονιμοuς] when they see them display ignorance of their own interests; and while admitting them to possess a knowledge that is rare, marvellous, difficult and even superhuman, they yet declare this knowledge to be useless, because these sages do not seek to know the things that are good for human beings.'

So we are talking about 'things of the most exalted nature', that are 'rare, marvellous, difficult and even superhuman.' Aristotle talks about 'universal' and 'unchanging' truths. We might say 'eternal' truths. In Heidegger's summary (Plato's Sophist, p.47):

'Because σοφια is the most rigorous science, it pursues the ... most desirable objects of knowledge, namely, that which always is, αει, in such a way that it thereby uncovers the αρχαι (the origins, the first principles).'

TIME, ETERNITY AND 'THE AGE'

'That which always is, αει'. In the standard Liddel and Scott classical Greek dictionary αει is given as an adverb meaning 'ever, always, for ever.' But it also means 'for the time being' as in ο αει κρατων - the current ruler. Heidegger follows the passage I've just quoted by saying 'The Being which in Greek understanding is genuine Being is the world, the αει.' So αει somehow combines the notions of 'time' and 'world', and what always is and what currently is. In the Christian doxology - 'Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost, both now and ever and to the ages of ages Amen', the word translated 'ever' or 'forever' is αει. Ages of ages is τους αιωνας των αιωνων. This 'ages of ages' may be taken to refer to Eternity, but we normally think of Eternity - Latin aeternitas - as singular. Here we have a plurality of ages, and indeed we have a plurality of ages nesting inside each other rather like the wheels within wheels of the vision of Ezekiel. I'm indulging myself here rather than paraphrasing Heidegger but I think it is relevant. His best known book is called Being and Time and the title immediately evokes the problem of how something that always 'is' (Being) can relate to time. And a starting point for such consideration could be the αιων which Heidegger also conflates with the world, dasein being 'being in the world'.

The age, the αιων, is a chunk of time that has a shape to it. The shape, the form, means that, in addition to being a succession of events and therefore plural, it is also singular. A lifetime, which has a beginning, a middle and an end, is an age. It has a shape and that shape could be called its being, what 'it' - the lifetime - 'is', and in that shape, all the events resonate and have their significance, their being, in relation to the whole, the whole being determined, shaped, by death. 

The age, or αιων that particularly preoccupies Heidegger, is the age of Western philosophy which he believes began with 'the Greeks' and ended with Nietzsche. It therefore has a shape and because it has come to an end its shape can be discerned and in Heidegger's understanding the clue to discerning that shape is found in the concept of Being, inseparable as we have seen from the concept of Time. We've seen that in the Nicomachaean Ethics, Aristotle has said that σοφια is concerned with 'things of the most exalted nature', things that are 'rare, marvellous, difficult and even superhuman.' But the most exalted, rare, marvellous, difficult and even superhuman thing of all is Being itself, the fact that things are, ultimately the foundation on which we are all standing. This most fundamental of all things may, when perceived by the νους, the Intelligence, prove to be eternal and unchanging. But we have also just learned from Aristotle that this νους, direct perception of Being, is outside language, outside λογος and hence inaccessible to us. We, as the ζωον λογον εχον, the living thing that possesses (or is possessed by) the word, can only aspire to σοφια, which is νους, our direct perception of truth, tempered by επιστημη, which is verbal knowledge. 

The sense of wonder, which Aristotle says is the foundation of all philosophy and which is essentially wonder at being, at the fact that things are, is a human experience - human being is the being that is capable of posing the question of Being - and that human experience of Being changes from age to age and the principle agents of that change are the philosophers. Within the grand αιων that stretches between 'the Greeks' and Nietzsche, all sorts of minor αιωνα, ages, have occurred, given voice by the philosophers, but they were all determined within a framework which was first outlined by Plato and Aristotle (it is important to note that in Heidegger's view the philosophers don't create anything, they say what they are told to say by the world, by αει, by Being). Heidegger calls this overall framework 'metaphysics'. But why has it come to an end with Nietzsche? Because Nietzsche finally blurted out what it was all about, what was the fundamental driving force underneath it all, namely, the Will to Power, the will to dominate, to master the earth, to master beings. And with that the whole gorgeous crystal structure of σοφια - not to mention νους - shatters and we're left with nothing but τεχνη επιστημη and φρονησις.
NIETZSCHE AND THE END OF AN AGE
Heidegger discusses Nietzsche in seminars given in 1935 and published after the war under the title Introduction to Metaphysics. He quotes him (pp.39-40) as ridiculing the notion - Heidegger's own central preoccupation - of Being. 'Being remains undiscoverable, almost like Nothing, or in the end entirely so. The word "Being" is then finally just an empty word. It means nothing actual, tangible, real. Its meaning is an unreal vapour. So in the end Nietzsche is entirely right when he calls the "highest concepts" such as Being "the final wisp of evaporating reality."' 

Heidegger is quoting from the Twilight of the Idols. The full passage reads:

'The other characteristic of philosophers is no less dangerous; it consists in confusing the last and the first. They place that which comes at the end - unfortunately! for it ought not to come at all! namely the "highest concepts", which means the most general, the emptiest concepts, the last smoke of evaporating reality - in the beginning, as the beginning ... the higher may not grow out of the lower, may not have grown at all ... Origin out of something else is considered an objection, a questioning of value ... all the highest concepts, that which has being, the unconditional, the good, the true, the perfect - all these cannot have become, and must therefore be causes ... thus they arrive at their stupendous concept, "God". That which is last, thinnest and emptiest is put first, as the cause as ens realissimus. Why did humanity have to take seriously the brain afflictions of these sick web-spinners? We have paid dearly for it!.'

Nietzsche's argument is based on, or at least consonant with, the theory of evolution. The 'higher' develops out of the 'lower'. Consciousness develops out of unconscious matter. Human consciousness - mastery of the word, the λογος, Aristotle's ζωον λογον εχον -develops out of animal consciousness. On this understanding we, as we are, are the highest. But Nietzsche finds humanity as it is rather contemptible and mediocre - the 'last men' of Thus Spake Zarathustra. He wants to maintain a sense of adventure, of a future we can strive towards, so he envisages the Superman.

The great tragedy of Nietzsche is that he himself would have liked poetry and art to be the highest human activities. But in excluding the 'highest concepts' he has at the same time excluded σοφια and νους and is left with τεχνη, επιστημη and φρονησις, human capacities that are well within the reach of the last men. The Superman could well turn out to be a cyborg, as envisaged in James Lovelock's recently published book Novacene - vastly more accomplished in the field of rational calculation than we can ever hope to be but probably not much good at poetry (though experiments are being conducted in that direction ...). Something of the sort was envisaged by Heidegger's contemporary Ernst Junger, in his book, The Worker. Looking at an AbeBooks notice for The Worker I see Heidegger quoted as saying Junger was 'the only genuine follower of Nietzsche.'

Illustrating what he might mean by the 'will to power' Heidegger ridicules those of us who think we can escape it by adopting some other philosophy of life taken from our vast knowledge of history:

'We could open a gallery of "intellectual history" featuring the concept of living and everyone could then pick out, as if in a warehouse, what appeals to him and his "life experiences". A person could, by virtue of this magnificent presentation of intellectual history, decide - unreflectively and with a wink - upon the "concept of living" as defined by Christianity. However, on the same day this person (who is for example a renowned researcher from Berlin) must fly on an airplane to Oslo for a lecture. Such a person finds the "experience" wonderful, all the while utterly failing to notice and consider that this experience is the purest affirmation of the will to power, upon whose essence the possibility of an airplane and a trip in it depends. This person, owing to the perspective of their Christian experiences, would surely find Nietzsche's doctrine of the will to power horrid, even while flying merrily in the plane over the Norwegian fjords. Having arrived, this person perhaps presents a lecture against "nihilism", one rich in intellectual history, while also flying around in an airplane, using a car and a razorblade, and finding the will to power too dreadful to bear. How is such splendid hypocrisy possible? Because this person does not think of Being for even a moment, either with his Christian standpoint or during his trip on the airplane, and is driven by this forgetfulness of Being into the purest oblivion.' (Heraclitus, p.79)   

PARMENIDES AND THE BEGINNING OF AN AGE

Nietzsche's Twilight of the Idols continues the argument I've quoted by saying: 'Nothing has yet possessed a more naive power of persuasion than the error concerning being, as it has been formulated by the Eleatics, for example.' And this brings us back to Plato's Sophist.

The Sophist is reckoned to be among Plato's last writings and, like its contemporary, The Statesman, the main spokesperson is not Socrates but an anonymous figure called 'the Eleatic stranger.' The Eleatic Stranger was a disciple of Parmenides whose school was based in the town of Elea in Southern Italy in what is now Calabria, an area which had strong Greek connections right through to the Renaissance. Another of the late Platonic dialogues features a confrontation between the aged Parmenides and the young Socrates, in which Parmenides criticises, in a friendly if rather condescending manner, the young man's revolutionary notion of the 'ideas', the 'forms', which constitute the real being of worldly things. It could be suggested that at the end of his life Plato was transferring his affections from Socrates to Parmenides. 

Heidegger sees Parmenides, together with Heraclitus and Anaximander, as marking the beginning of the age of Western philosophy which has come to an end with Nietzsche. He sees Plato and Aristotle as marking the end of the Greek phase. As with Heraclitus and Anaximander, only fragments of Parmenides' thought have come down to us. These take the form of extracts from a poem which begins (if it is the beginning) with a dramatic description of the first person narrator being carried in a chariot driven by the 'maiden daughters of the Sun' to 'the limits of my heart's desire', a goddess who receives him kindly and sets about teaching him 'everything - Both the steady heart of well-rounded truth and the beliefs of mortals in which there is no true trust. Still you shall learn them too, and come to see how beliefs must exist in an acceptable form, all-pervasive as they altogether are.' (Translation by Robin Waterfield in The First Philosophers, p.57)

It is generally assumed that the lesson of the Goddess is delivered in two parts. The first deals with what is, Reality, Being, while the second deals with appearances, how we experience the world, seeming. In the first part she describes Being, Reality, as a perfectly formed and therefore changeless whole. This naturally evokes the idea of Eternity as a condition radically other than time, and also the idea of an original Unity, posing the problem that obsessed philosophers from Parmenides to Nietzsche of how the One becomes, or stands in relation to, the many. This is 'the error concerning being, as it has been formulated by the Eleatics, for example' of Nietzsche's complaint. Nietzsche prefers Heraclitus and his well-known aphorism that you never step into the same river twice, meaning an acceptance that all things are in a process of constant flux.

But in Heidegger's view, Nietzsche is the victim of a longstanding inability to understand the thought that lies at the beginning of Western philosophy, the thought of Parmenides and Heraclitus. He presents Nietzsche as 'the final victim of a longstanding errancy and neglect but as this victim, the unrecognised witness to a new necessity ...' (Introduction to Metaphysics, p.40). The necessity represented, of course, by Heidegger himself.

In 1942-3, Heidegger gave a series of seminars on Parmenides and, as we have seen, on Heraclitus, arguing that their visions were essentially the same. The seminars on Parmenides are preoccupied not so much with what the goddess actually says in the poem but with the fact that she is a goddess and that what she is offering is 'truth'. We may remember that νους, the ability to see, to experience directly, is, according to Aristotle, a property of the gods, not accessible to human beings. Human beings are confined to σοφια, which is the vision tempered by the need to experience it in words. The Greek word for truth is αληθεια. The 'α' is a negative prefix, signifying 'not', while ληθεια embodies ideas of concealing, hiding, preserving, forgetting. In the Myth of Er at the end of Plato's Republic the dead are required to drink of the waters of ληθη before returning to the visible world. Most people drink deeply and forget everything. The philosophers are those who haven't drunk so deeply. They have a sense, but still only a remote sense, of the reality, the totality from which beings emerge and to which they return. Αληθεια can be translated 'unconcealing'. But the concealing itself is a necessary part of the definition. You can only reveal what is concealed. Consequently αληθεια, the word we translate as 'truth', contains within itself an idea of conflict - or strife, ερις, a key word in what has survived of the thinking of Heraclitus - between concealing and unconcealing. 'Truth' on the other hand, as we understand it, signifies an end to conflict, a certainty, a correct idea. With the Romans αληθεια becomes 'adequatio' - 'Truth is the correspondence of the intellect to the thing.'

GREEKS AND ROMANS

Nietzsche, according to Heidegger, 'sees the Greek "world" exclusively in a Roman way, that is, in a way at once modern and unGreek ... The entire thinking of the Occident from Plato to Nietzsche thinks in terms of this delimitation of truth as correctness.' (Heidegger: Parmenides, p.43) Whereas the purpose of the word, the λογος, in the original Greek view, was to let what is concealed appear, it now becomes the Roman iudicium, veritas, rectitudo, attaining certainty, what is right: 'the Latinisation occurs as a transformation of the essence of truth and Being within the essence of the Greco-Roman domain of history. This transformation is distinctive in that it remains concealed but nonetheless determines everything in advance. This transformation of the essence of truth and Being is the genuine event of history. The imperial as the mode of Being of a historical humanity is nevertheless not the basis of the essential transformation of αληθεια into veritas, as rectitudo, but is its consequence, and as this consequence it is in turn a possible cause and occasion for the development of the true in the sense of the correct.' (p.42)

So in Nietzsche, seeing things through 'Roman' eyes, the true is the right, conformity to the real, and since 'the basic feature of reality is will to power, what is right must conform itself to the real, hence must express what the real says, namely, will to power.' And, Heidegger continues, 'Power can only be assured by the constant enhancement of power. Nietzsche recognised this very clearly and declared that within the realm of essence of the will to power the mere preservation of an already attained level of power already represents a decrease in the degree of power.' (pp.52 and 58).

The difference here between the Greek and the Latin understandings of 'truth' corresponds to a longstanding Greek Orthodox criticism of Latin Christianity which, according to the Greeks, lays too much emphasis on the justice of God. This in turn derives from a misunderstanding of the Platonic 'ideas' according to which Justice has to be an 'eternal' absolute. Heidegger criticises this Latin version of the 'ideas' in the Essence of Truth, which discusses the famous cave analogy in Plato's Republic. No time to go into this here but briefly the Greek ιδεα is something seen (Greek ιδειν, to see) - a shape, a form. What the Romans would see as a single, absolute and eternal idea of Justice, the Greeks would see as the single shape or form of the plurality of events that constitute the αιων, hence a story (Greek μυθος). It is the 'Roman' view - a 'real' world of frozen absolutes - that Heidegger regards as the 'metaphysics' that has finally revealed its true content in Nietzsche's 'will to power.'

In the Introduction to Metaphysics (pp.41-2) Heidegger presents Europe in general and Germany in particular as caught between two pincers - America on the one side, and Russia (at that time Bolshevik Russia) on the other, two societies given over to the Will to Power, expressed both in a desire to dominate politically and in the constant urge towards greater technological proficiency, a drive which is still going strong in our day. He was not blind to the fact that the impulse had come from Western Europe, from the whole tendency of Western thought, beginning with 'the Greeks'. He saw it as a problem of philosophy rather than of politics, or perhaps more simply he tried to approach it from within the domain of his own specialisation, which was philosophy. I as a Christian attached to the Eastern Orthodox tradition note that whereas according to Heidegger the Will to Power such as we experience it today developed within the context of Latin Christianity, it did not develop to anything like the same extent in the context of Greek Christianity. I find myself wondering if the Greeks might have understood their own language and culture better than Heidegger thought they did.
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